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L Subobjective: Gulf of Mexico

EPA saw a decline in performance in FY 2013 for measures under the Gulf of Mexico subobjective of its FY 2011-
FY 2015 Strategic Plan. The agency met only one of the three commitments under this subobjective. Results for
one measure were still unavailable (Figure 74).

Figure 74: Gulf of Mexico Subobjective Six-Year Trend
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FY 2013 Performance Highlights and Management Challenges

The Gulf of Mexico basin has been called “America’s Watershed.” Its U.S. coastline encompasses 1,630 miles; it is
fed by 33 major rivers; and it receives drainage from 31 states in addition to a similar drainage area from Mexico.
One-sixth of the U.S. population now lives in Gulf Coast states, and the region is experiencing remarkably rapid
population growth. In addition, the Gulf of Mexico yields approximately 40% of the nation’s commercial fishery
landings. Gulf Coast wetlands comprise about half the national total and provide critical habitat for 75% of the
migratory waterfowl traversing the United States.

The latest National Coastal Condition Report (NCCR V) (2012) indicates that the overall aquatic ecosystem health
of the coastal waters of the Gulf of Mexico is rated as fair, or 2.4 on a 5-point scale, in which 1 is poor and 5 is good
(Subobjective 4.3.2). The NCCR IV assessment is based on environmental stressor and response data collected by
the states of Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, and Texas from 2003 to 2006. The hurricanes of 2005
(Katrina and Rita) significantly affected the data collected; Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana did not collect data
in 2005, except for water quality indicators in Mississippi. These factors influenced the overall condition score,
which represents no significant change from the previous ratings in NCCR Il and III.

The size of the hypoxic, or “dead,” zone®* in the Gulf of Mexico increased significantly from 7,483 km2 (2,889 mi2)in
2012 to 15,120 km?2 (5838 mi2) in FY 2013 (SP-40) (Figure 75). A number of hydrological, climate, and monitoring
factors impact the hypoxic zone from year to year (e.g., lower than average Mississippi River flow, timing of
monitoring during weather events).?> According to an academic research organization within the Gulf of Mexico
basin, “A near-record area was expected because of wet spring conditions in the Mississippi watershed and the
resulting high river flows which deliver large amounts of nutrients.”?® The five -year running average is currently at
13,625 km2 (5,261 mi2). The interagency Gulf of Mexico/Mississippi River Watershed Nutrient Task Force goal is to
reduce the dead zone to a size of 5,000 km2 (1,900 mi2) or less by 2015, based on a five-year running average.
Figure 76 provides dissolved oxygen levels by location in the Gulf of Mexico.

24 The dead zone is an area of oxygen-starved water, also known as hypoxia. It is fueled by nitrogen and phosphorus runoff, principally
consumes most of the life-giving oxygen supply in the water.

25 For more information on causes of the size of the hypoxic zone, visit:
http://www.quifhypoxia.net/News/documents/PressReleaseVers27Jul12.pdf.

% | ouisiana Universities Marine Consortium, July 29, 2013, Press Release. Nancy Rabalais, Ph.D. executive director of the Louisiana
Universities Marine Consortium (LUMCON), who led the July 21-28 survey cruise. “But nature’s wind-mixing events and winds forcing
the mass of low oxygen water towards the east resulted in a slightly above average bottom footprint.”
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Figure 75a: Size of Hypoxic Zone in the Gulf of Mexico (in square kilometers)
(GM-SP40-N11)
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Figure 75b: Long Term Trend of Size of Hypoxic Zone in the Gulf of Mexico
(in square kilometers) (GM-SP40-N11)
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Figure 76: Dissolved Oxygen Levels in the Gulf of Mexico

Bottom-water dissolved oxygen across the Louisiana shelf from July 22-28,2013

§° ‘?5 Data source: N.N. Rabalais, Louisiana Universities Marine Consortium, R.E. Turner, Louisiana State University
Funded by: NOAA, Center for Sponsored Coastal Ocean Research

Acres Habitat Restored: For the first time in six years, the Gulf of Mexico Program ended the year slightly below
its FY 2013 cumulative target to restore, protect, or enhance 30,600 acres of coastal and marine habitats.
Previously funded projects resulted in 57.36 restored, protected, or enhanced acres. Although the past three years
have seen significantly less than the approximately 4,000 acres restored in 2009, the program has restored,
enhanced, or protected a total of 30,796 acres in the states of Florida, Mississippi, Alabama, Louisiana, and Texas
since 2006 (SP-39) (Figure 77). This is a 92% improvement over the FY 2005 baseline of 16,000 acres. Slightly
less than 1% of the total universe of habitat acres, however, have been restored to date. (Figure 78)
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Figure 77: Gulf Acres Restored or Enhanced by Fiscal Year (GM-SP39)
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Figure 78: Gulf Acres Restored or Enhanced as a Percent of Universe and Percent Over
Baseline by (GM-SP39)
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A central pillar of the strategy to restore the health of the Gulf is restoring water quality and habitat in 13 priority
coastal watersheds. These 13 watersheds include 755 of the impaired segments identified by Gulf states that
receive targeted technical and financial assistance to restore impaired waters. The data for FY 2013 is unavailable
at this time. (Figure 79).
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Figure 79: Number of Impaired Gulf Water Segments and Habitat Restored to Meet Water
Quality Standards (GM-SP38)
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